The neuropeptides vasopressin (AVP) and oxytocin (OXT) are supposed to be involved not only in peripheral functions (e.g. diuresis, labour and lactation) but also in central processes that are frequently disturbed during aging and senile dementia (e.g. fluid and electrolyte homeostasis and cognitive functions). A concomitant decrease in activity of the hypothalamo-neurohypophyseal system (HNS) with aging has been postulated in the literature, but has not yet been established.
INTRODUCTION

Vasopressin (AVP) and oxytocin (OXT) neurons
project from the paraventricular and supraoptic nuclei (PVN and SON) to the neurohypophysis, where AVP and OXT are released into the bloodstream 1. In the periphery, these peptides are involved in the regulation of diuresis, lactation and labour35.36. In addition, AVP and OXT fibers innervate a large number of brain areas3.4,3~, where AVP and OXT most probably act as neurotransmitters 5. These extrahypothalamic projections are thought to be the anatomical basis for the effects of AVP and OXT on the regulation of body temperature, blood pressure and osmolality, and on cognitive functions (e.g. refs. 7, 9 and 11).
In the past decade, changes related to aging in the vasopressinergic and oxytocinergic system have received increasing attention, especially since Legros -~-~ observed a decrease in the blood levels of neurophysins in men between 50 and 60 years of age. Moreover, the finding of improved performance in tests involving attention and memory in men of the same age following administration of vasopressin as a nose spray 24, seemed to support the concept of degenerative changes in the vasopressinergic system with advancing age. Since then, vasopressin has been advocated as a potential therapeutic drug in older age and in senile dementia (e.g. ref. 44). Also in the rat, the older literature unanimously proposed a decreased neurosecretory activity in senescence ~7,29.4~, although the parameters studied did not permit such a conclusion. Recently, however, the rat hypothalamo-neurohypophyseal system (HNS) was shown to be activated in senescence~6.~,eL
In order to investigate whether the presumed rune- 
